Reproductive and feeding ecology of parasitic gnathiid isopods of epaulette sharks (Hemiscyllium ocellatum) with consideration of their role in the transmission of a haemogregarine.
Epaulette sharks Hemiscyllium ocellatum were surveyed on Heron Island, Great Barrier Reef, Australia for gnathiid isopods and protozoan (haemogregarine) parasites to determine the prevalence and intensity of infection and to investigate the potential role of gnathiids as vectors of these haemogregarines, the first such study carried out on elasmobranchs. Juvenile gnathiids were collected and quantified using a novel non-invasive and chemical-free technique and gnathiid squashes were examined for haemogregarine developmental stages. The feeding and reproductive ecology of the Gnathia spp. was investigated to better understand the relationship between gnathiids and haemogregarines. Gnathiids were found on all sharks and intensities ranged between two and 66. Only third-stage gnathiid juveniles were found, which fell into two size groups (A and B). These juveniles remained attached to H. ocellatum for up to 17 days, the longest period of attachment yet recorded for gnathiids. Group A female gnathiids produced broods of 45-187 (median =120) first stage juveniles from between 54 and 82 days (median=63 days) after detachment. First stage juveniles survived for an average of 15.8+/-0.1 (SEM) days without feeding. The prevalence (6.7%) and parasitaemia (usually <0.1% infected erythrocytes) of infections of the haemogregarine Haemogregarina hemiscyllii were relatively low and most stages were immature gamonts. Two undescribed Gnathia spp. were identified by examining adult male gnathiids that metamorphosed from juveniles from each of the two size groups. Our hypothesis that Gnathia spp. transmit H. hemiscyllii is neither supported or refuted, as although intact H. hemiscyllii gamonts were detected in squashes of gnathiids that had engorged on haemogregarine-positive H. ocellatum 24-57 days previously, no further developmental stages were detected.